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Towards Inclusion: Provision for Diversity in the Transition to School 
 
   Petriwskyj, A., Thorpe, K., & Tayler, C. 
Abstract 
 
Policies of inclusion challenge the construct of readiness and require schools 
to prepare for the diversity of children as they transition to school. However, 
there is limited empirical evidence concerning how this challenge is met. 
This paper presents two Australian studies that investigate inclusive 
practices in the transition to school. Study 1 examined the predictors of child 
outcomes across a sample of 1831 children in 39 schools. The results 
indicate that both quantity and quality of programme provision influenced 
outcomes and that programme effects were particularly potent for children 
with diverse abilities and backgrounds. Study 2 focuses on pedagogy in 
three of the schools to highlight how this provision can be achieved. Results 
show that provisions were reactive, that saliency of children’s needs directed 
school practices and that professional knowledge impacted on measures of 
quality. Inclusive processes accounting for both child progress and broader 
family and teaching influences are necessary for improved transition to 
school. 
 





Educational policies of inclusion have directed attention towards factors influencing school 
success for a wide range of children, including sustained quality (Sammons et al. 2004) and 
effective transition processes (Dockett et al. 2011). Emphasis has shifted from children’s 
readiness for school to the broader educational factors influencing successful school 
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commencement and longer-term outcomes (Graue 2006). While the research literature reports 
separately on transition for specific categories such as ability and culture (Brooker 2008; 
Grant 2013; Rietveld 2008; Taylor 2011), in reality teachers are required to provide for all 
school entrants simultaneously.  
The emerging paradigm of inclusion goes beyond mainstream school access to 
involve the right of all children to participate in a general education setting and to be valued 
as members of the school (Carrington and MacArthur 2012). Recent critiques of readiness 
and risk express concern that such constructs focus negatively on children’s non-normative 
characteristics, rather than considering school and community inputs to educational success 
(Graue 2006) or appreciating diversity as a resource for learning (Petriwskyj and Grieshaber 
2011). Understandings of diversity vary from social and cultural background (Brooker 2008; 
Graue 2006; Vandenbroek 2007) or disability (Collins 2013) to broad constructions 
encompassing child characteristics, background and ability (Department of Education, 
Employment and Workplace Relations DEEWR 2009). Inclusion in Australia attends to 
broad diversities including disability, giftedness, social and economic background, gender, 
race and cultural and linguistic background (Carrington and MacArthur 2012; DEEWR 
2009). Overarching terms such as children with diverse learning rights (Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development OECD 2006) and diverse learners (Coyne, 
Kame’enui and Carnine 2007) indicate awareness of the shared educational rights of all 
children. These terms also account for multiple diversities (e.g., culture, ability, social 
circumstance) that may exist within an individual child (Ng 2003).  
Policies of inclusion have also prompted a reframing of educational approaches and 
approaches to transition to school. Differentiated pedagogies, connectedness of learning to 
children’s prior experience, and partnerships with families have been be associated with 
improved outcomes for children with disabilities, gifted children and children from 
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Indigenous and other socially and culturally diverse backgrounds (Brooker 2008; Freebody 
Watters and Lummis 2008; Rietveld 2008; Taylor 2011). Effective transition programmes 
address the preparedness of schools for the diversity of children in the community rather than 
solely on the characteristics of school entrants (Dockett and Perry 2007; Graue 2006).  
If transition is conceptualised solely as preparation for a single change event, 
structural and procedural components (e.g., age of entry and orientation visits) can take 
precedence over more complex strategies directed to family and child wellbeing (Dockett and 
Perry 2007). Low teacher expectations during transition impact negatively on the self-esteem 
and classroom engagement of Indigenous children and those from socially diverse 
backgrounds (Brooker 2008; Dockett et al 2011; Taylor 2011). Lack of differentiation in 
transition practices framed by normative assumptions undermines the ongoing adjustment 
and achievement of children with disabilities and gifted children (Grant 2013: Rietveld 
2008). Limited family-teacher interaction reduces the relevance of practice for children from 
socially and culturally diverse backgrounds and restricts parental understanding (Dockett and 
Perry 2013; Taylor 2011). However, continuity of curricula, pedagogies and relationships, in 
addition to effective school orientation practices, has been shown to have a positive impact 
on diverse learners during transition (Dockett and Perry 2013; Dunlop 2013). The re-
conceptualisation of transition to school as an inclusive and shared process over longer time 
frames involves effective policy formation (Kagan 2009) together with practices that enhance 
continuity and build relationships while also capitalising on children’s personal and cultural 
strengths (Petriwskyj and Grieshaber 2011). 
In Australia, systemic changes have been introduced to enhance inclusion and the 
transition into school as part of a wider educational improvement movement (OECD 2006) 
framed by ecological, socio-cultural and critical theoretical perspectives (DEEWR 2009). The 
challenge to improve outcomes for all children is being addressed through national curricula, 
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a National Quality Framework, provision of a universally accessible prior-to-school 
programme (Taylor 2011) and the use of transition practices to smooth school entry (Dockett 
et al. 2011). Contemporary theory and strengths-based perspectives indicate the role of 
children’s abilities, family knowledge, early learning and transition experiences and the 
school’s capacity to build differentiated programmes in promoting learning outcomes in the 
early years of school (Dockett and Perry 2007; Sammons et al. 2008). However, evidence of 
the elements that influence successful transition for the diversity of children is required to 
frame more effective and localised policy and practice. 
This paper presents two linked studies that examine the effectiveness of school 
practices in facilitating transition to school for a diverse range of children. The first was a 
cohort study that examined the progress of a population of children attending different 
programmes as they transitioned to school. The second was a detailed study of three schools 
sampled from the larger cohort that examined the pedagogic provision for diversity during 
transition. The studies addressed two questions: 
1. What predicts outcomes for diverse learners across the transition to school? (Study 1)  
2. What do schools and teachers do to facilitate inclusive transition? (Study 2) 
 
Study 1: Population study of the progress of children across the K-2 transition 
Sample 
The population cohort of 1831 children aged 4 ½ to 6 years from 39 schools included all 
those participating in a trial of a full-time, non-compulsory kindergarten programme in 
Queensland, Australia. Children experienced one of three school programmes: trial full-time 
kindergarten, existing part-time preschool class or formal Year 1. The schools were selected 
with reference to auspice, size, socio-economic status and cultural diversity of the school (see 
categories below), and geographic locality, providing representation of the Queensland 
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school population (Australian Bureau of Statistics ABS 2006). For the purposes of this study, 
diverse learners were defined as children with disabilities or parent-defined difficulties, gifted 
children, and children from culturally diverse and socio-economically diverse backgrounds.  
Measures 
Child and family characteristics:  
i) Socio-Economic difference:  Details of family income and education were obtained 
from parents. Household incomes below $ 40,000 were classified to be indicative of 
poverty. Education attainment below Year 10 represented incomplete parental 
secondary school education. 
ii) Cultural and language difference: This was measured using parent nominated cultural 
identity. There were 3 groups of sufficient size for separate statistical analysis 
(Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island n=76, Pacific Island n=35, Asian, predominantly 
Vietnamese n=50).  
iii) Child difficulties: Parents identified children who had health, behavioural and learning 
difficulties for which they had been referred for professional investigation. This 
included, but was not limited to, disabilities. 
iv) Poor rate of progress: This was defined as the lowest quartile of progress for 
measures of adjustment and attainment at the end of the school year. 
Child outcomes: Adjustment 
i) Settling into School: Teachers completed a 23item checklist derived from the Teacher 
Rating Scale of School Adjustment [TRSSA] (Birch and Ladd 1997). 
ii) Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire [SDQ] (Goodman 1999): Parents completed 
this 25item checklist with five subscales: pro-social behaviour, conduct problems, 
emotional problems, peer problems and hyperactivity. 
Child outcomes: Attainment 
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i) Early and Emergent Literacy: Teachers assessed children using a measure of concepts 
about print, reading and writing (O’Gorman et al. 2003).  
ii) General Mathematics Understanding: Teachers assessed children using a 14item 
measure adapted from the Griffin and Case (1997) Number Knowledge Test 
measuring number and other concepts such as shape.  
iii) Communication: Teachers rated children using an 18item measure of language 
developed from the MacArthur Communicative Development Inventory (Fenson et al. 
1991). 
Child outcomes were measured both early (Term 1) and late (Term 4) in the school 
year to indicate progress over time. 
School provision 
i) Programme types: Because the data for this study were derived from a trial, children 
of the same age within the same schools were distributed across three programmes: 
(1) Existing preschool class–a part-time, play-based, discovery learning curriculum 
(2) Trial kindergarten-full time, play-based with developmental goal-orientated 
curriculum, and (3) Year 1–a full-time, formal subject-based curriculum. Teachers 
with university bachelor degree qualifications in education delivered all programmes. 
There were no statistical differences in the distribution of diverse learners across 
programmes. 
Ethics 
The study was approved by the Queensland University of Technology ethics committee 
and by government and non-government education authorities. Teachers and parents were 
informed of the purpose of the study and the trial programme was explained. Only 
children whose parents provided written consent participated in the study, and a process 
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of requesting ongoing assent from children was used to invite participation in each 
measure. 
Analysis 
To examine whether features of family and child background predicted children’s adjustment 
(SDQ) and attainment (literacy, numeracy, communication) regression models were run 
entering parent education, family income, age and gender of the child, past care and 
educational experiences and current programme enrolment. To examine how diverse learners 
compared with other children across the school year, tests of difference (analysis of variance 
ANOVA or non-parametric as appropriate) were conducted using the rate of progress in each 
outcome measure taken from Term 1 (school commencement) to Term 4 (final term) as the 
outcomes. These analyses were conducted to compare progress of three groups of diversity: 
(1) socio-economic (2) culturally diverse and (3) children with parent-identified difficulty. 
Interaction effects of programme and diversity were examined. Progress on all child 
outcomes across the year was used to derive an aggregated progress score with children in the 
lowest quartile deemed to be a “poor progress” group. Logistic regression was employed to 
identify the predictors of poor baseline and progress (bottom quartile vs. others) across the 
school year. The model entered age and gender of child, family income, parent education, 
cultural identity, parent-identified difficulty, prior care and education, and current 
programme.  
Results 
Predictors of children’s outcomes across the cohort 
Results of the regression examining predictors of academic attainment across the school year 
are presented in Table 1. Across the total population of children, all models were statistically 
significant and indicated the predictors of higher scholastic achievement (R2 literacy = 0.51; 
R2 mathematics = 0.29; R2 oral language =0.11) were being older, being female, being from a 
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family with higher income, attendance at a high quality pre-kindergarten programme and 
exposure to the trial kindergarten programme. Full-time kindergarten with a focused 
interactive play programme impacted more than a part-time discovery play programme. 
Results of the regression examining predictors of adjustment and behavioural difficulty 
across the school year are presented in Table 2. Both models were statistically significant 
though variance explained was low.  
Predictors of better adjustment to school (R2 = 0.13) were being female, enrolment in 
the trial kindergarten programme, experience of a pre-kindergarten programme, and higher 
family income. Predictors of parent reported behavioural difficulties (R2 = 0.05) were older 
age, being male, being in a formal school programme (Year 1), more time in centre-based 
care prior to school, lower maternal education and lower family income. The results indicate 
that family background, and both prior and current educational experiences make a difference 
to outcomes for all children. 
Insert Tables 1 and 2: Significant predictors of attainment and adjustment 
Economic and social disadvantage 
Family income, as the most consistent predictor of attainment and adjustment was the 
variable employed to assess socio-economic effects. Factorial ANOVAs were used to assess 
the effects of family income, programme and interaction of income with programme on 
children’s school adjustment and attainments across the year. Results (Table 3) indicate that 
children’s socio-emotional adjustment to school across the year was not significantly related 
to family income but that there was a significant effect of family income on academic 
progress in mathematics and oral communication. Significant interaction effects between 
income and programme were evident for language and math attainment. For language and 
adjustment the positive effects of a full time kindergarten programme are most notable for 
low-income groups. Progress in mathematics was notably higher among high-income 
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families. The most clear programme effect for low-income families was that full-time 
programmes (Year 1 and trial kindergarten) were most effective in attaining steeper rates of 
progress in mathematics. 
Insert Table 3: F values and significance for factorial ANOVA: programme enrolment and 
family income on change in scores across the school year 
Cultural and linguistic diversity 
To assess the adjustment and attainment of children from culturally diverse groups the 
progress of children whose parents identified as Indigenous Australian, Pacific Island or 
Asian was compared with that of Anglo-Australian children. Non-parametric Mann Whitney 
U tests were used because of unequal and small sample sizes and non-normality of the 
distribution of scores. Results of tests conducted in Term 4 (Table 4) indicate that Indigenous 
children were attaining significantly lower than comparison children on mathematics, 
literacy, and oral communication. Asian children were assessed to have poorer oral 
communication and adjustment.  
Analyses of behaviour difficulties among the Asian children indicated that, although 
there were no differences at school commencement, by the end of the school year parent-
completed SDQ scores were significantly higher with the source of raised total scores 
deriving from emotional difficulties (U=9301.5, p<0.05) and peer problems (U=9410.5, 
p<0.02). Children identified as Pacific Islander had poorer attainment in mathematics and 
poorer communication scores compared with Anglo-Australian children. The three culturally 
and linguistically diverse groups were collapsed into a single group to provide sufficient 
sample size to enable factorial ANOVA that were used to assess the effect of cultural 
diversity and programme on progress across the year. Results (Table 5) indicate significant 
culture effects for oral communication and adjustment and programme effects for progress in 
behaviour (SDQ), adjustment to school, oral communication and mathematics.  
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Insert Table 4: Mann-Whitney U tests of difference for CALD group outcomes 
Insert Table 5: F values and significance for factorial ANOVA: Programme enrolment and 
cultural background on change scores from Term1 to Term 4 
Children with parent-identified difficulties 
The adjustment and attainment of children with parent-identified difficulties was compared 
with that of all other children (Table 6). Children with identified health difficulties had 
significantly poorer adjustment and attainment with the exception of mathematics, while 
children with behavioural difficulties had significantly poorer attainment and adjustment on 
all measures. Children with health and behavioural difficulties were combined into a single 
group to provide sufficient sample size to enable factorial ANOVA to assess the effect of 
parent identified difficulty effects by programme on progress. Overall, parent-reported 
difficulties were associated only with poorer progress in mathematics and were not 
significant for other attainment measures or adjustment. Children with parent-reported 
difficulties actually regressed in the measure of change in mathematics across the part-time 
preschool programme while those in the full-time Kindergarten programme regressed in the 
measure of change in their behavioural adjustment over the programme. 
Insert Table 6: Mann-Whitney U tests for parent reported difficulties 
Children making poor progress in the first year of school 
Poor progress across the year was defined as bottom quartile of progress on each of the 
outcome measures. These were compared with those who made greater progress in a series of 
factorial ANOVAs that entered poor score at baseline and programme. Results (Table 7) 
indicate that the children with poor baseline attainment made more progress throughout the 
year except in behavioural adjustment (SDQ). Programme-type effects were significant for 
school adjustment, mathematics and language, and a baseline score by programme interaction 
effect was also significant for school adjustment, mathematics, and language. In school 
adjustment and communication children with difficulties made greater progress in the full-
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time kindergarten programme. In mathematics these children regressed if enrolled in the part-
time preschool programme.  
Insert Table 7: Values for factorial ANOVA: Programme enrolment and poor outcomes at baseline 
on change scores from Term 1 to Term 4 
Results of logistic regression analyses examining predictors of poor (bottom quartile) 
baseline and poor progress across the year are presented in Table 8. The logistic regression 
model used to predict poor performance at baseline had a (Nagelkerke adjusted) R2 value of 
.28, indicating that a significant proportion of the difference between the two groups at 
baseline was explained by the variables entered into the equation (Wald’s c2(1)=179.7, 
p<.0001) while that for  poor progress had a (Nagelkerke adjusted) R2 value of .08 and was 
also significant (Wald’s 2(1)=207.02, p<.0001). Predictors of poor baseline performance at 
entry to school were being younger, being male, low family income, low maternal education, 
having a parent-identified difficulty and being from a culturally diverse group. Predictors of 
poor progress were not being in the trial full-time kindergarten programme and not having 
attended a group-based early childhood programme in the year prior to school. 
Insert Table 8: Predictors of scores at baseline and of poor progress 
Discussion of Study 1 
The results of this study indicate that children from culturally and economically diverse 
backgrounds or those with parent-identified difficulty face far more challenges in the 
transition to primary school and/or progression through the first year of full-time education. 
They enter school with lower adjustment and attainment scores and their progress is more 
sensitive to the experiences they have in school. A consistent effect (effect sizes ranging from 
.15-.570) of school programme on children’s attainments and adjustment was found. Children 
in the full-time programmes, particularly those in the kindergarten programme with a focused 
curriculum, made greater rates of progress than those in the part-time discovery-play 
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preschool programme. Notable, the effects were of a higher magnitude for diverse learners, 
indicating that educational provisions are important for all children, but full-time programmes 
are particularly potent for those who have diverse abilities or backgrounds.  
There are two potential explanations for the stronger effectiveness of the full-time 
focused curriculum kindergarten programme. First, the full-time programme provided greater 
quantity of educational experience. For children from home backgrounds that are 
disadvantaged, more time in an educational programme is likely to increase the rate of 
progress. Although some studies report part-time programmes as effective in addressing 
social equity (Sammons et al. 2004) there is also evidence that the provision of full-time early 
childhood programme experience has greater effects than part-time (Schroeder 2007). 
Second, the full-time programme may provide greater quality of experience. There is 
evidence that the provision of high-quality pre-kindergarten experience has relatively greater 
effects for those from disadvantaged backgrounds (Winter and Kelley 2008). Our data 
indicate that in the year prior to kindergarten some children, and often the more 
disadvantaged, had multiple and unregulated care arrangements. When a programme is part 
time children have less continuity of experience and supplementary care arrangements may 
not be educationally focused. Further, the curriculum in the trial kindergarten had a clearer 
focus on attainment goals than that of the part-time programme. There was, however, no 
direct assessment of teacher practice and hence the mechanisms underlying more positive 
attainment scores from these programmes are unknown.  
The effectiveness of practice within classrooms, therefore, prompted the detailed 
follow-up in Study 2 to respond to the second research question: What do teachers and 
schools do to facilitate inclusive transition? 
 
Study 2: Focused studies of practices across the K-2 transition 
 13
Focused follow-up studies investigated classroom pedagogies, teachers’ explanation of their 
practices and child outcomes in years K- 2 in three of the 39 schools in Study 1. There were 
three waves of data collection. The first examined pedagogical practice across six classrooms 
in K-1, while the second and third collected data in 22 classrooms across K-2.  
Sample 
Three schools were sampled from the cohort of 39 on the basis of location and socio-cultural 
characteristics of the population, to represent typical public school sites in urban and regional 
areas. The size of the school was held constant representing average size for elementary 
schools in Queensland, Australia (ABS 2007). Children attended local schools based on their 
place of residence. 
Measures 
Identification of exceptional children  
i) School data: These provided data on children eligible for funded school support 
services (e.g. disability services). 
ii) Teacher identification of diverse learners: Teachers nominated children in categories 
including social and cultural background, literacy or behavioural difficulties and 
giftedness. 
Child outcomes 
i) Standard assessments of performance: Adjustment measures from Study 1 were 
repeated from kindergarten to Year 2 (N=431), while academic attainment measures 
were repeated in kindergarten and Year 1 (N=222). 
School provision and pedagogical practices:  
i) School data: These provided data on levels of supply of teacher aide resources and 
volunteer access, and classroom teacher qualifications. 
 14
ii) Classroom Observation Scoring Manual COSM (Luke et al. 1999): Observations of 
pedagogic practice and teacher interview were undertaken in K-1 (6 classrooms) 
using the four sub-scales of this measure: supportive classroom, connectedness, 
intellectual quality and recognition of difference. These are scaled from 1 (low) to 5 
(high). 
iii) Assessment of Practices in Early Elementary Classrooms [APEEC] (Hemmeter et al. 
2001); Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale Extension [ECERS-E] (Sylva, 
Siraj-Blatchford and Taggart 2003). Observation of pedagogic practice in K-2 (22 
classrooms) was undertaken using sub-scales of identically-scaled classroom 
observation schedules. All subscales of APEEC (physical environment, instructional 
environment and social context) and the ECERS-E diversity sub-scale were used. 
These are scaled from 0 (poor) through to 7 (excellent). 
iv) Teacher approaches to inclusion, transition practices and school provision: Semi-
structured interviews were conducted with K-1 teachers (n=11) to provide data on 
approaches to inclusion, transition and school provision. 
Analysis 
Teacher identification of diversity was descriptively analysed, and compared with school data 
to examine levels of recognition of diversity within classes. Year level sub-scale means for 
APEEC, ECERS and COSM were calculated to measure both quality and continuity of 
provision. APEEC and ECERS diversity item means were also compared. Site-level data 
were aggregated to offer sample sizes that would permit numeric analysis.  
Pearson product moment procedures were used to evaluate the association between 
recognition of diversity and classroom pedagogy, and between pedagogic quality and child 
outcomes. To establish whether there were differences between the provision by groups of 
teachers and the outcomes for diverse learners, non-parametric Kruskal-Wallis and Mann-
 15
Whitney tests were employed because of small sample sizes and non-normality of outcome 
distribution. To examine support levels, an Extended Community Support Index ECSI was 
derived from measures of family involvement, volunteer classroom assistance, community 
links, and collegial support, and reduced to a dichotomous variable in line with its bi-variate 
distribution. Non-parametric Mann-Whitney tests were used to evaluate the effect of such 
family and community support on child outcomes.  
Audio-recorded and transcribed interview data were analysed to develop themes 
offering insight into pedagogies and teacher understandings of diversity, inclusion and 
transition. Interview data were coded for numeric comparison of reported approaches and 
observed pedagogies. Coding categories were derived from a review of key transition 
(Petriwskyj, Thorpe and Tayler 2005) and inclusion (Nind 2005) practices identified in the 
literature. The coding assigned a value of 1 for simple identification of a practice employed 
while a value of 2 was assigned to detailed accounts of use of the practice. To identify 
associations between teacher recognition of diversity and approaches to inclusion and 
transition, Pearson correlations were employed. 
 
Results 
Relationship between recognised diversity and school and classroom practice 
Recognition of diversity 
Results present two areas of discrepancy between school data and teacher identification data. 
First, teachers identified more children as reaching their criteria for categories of diversity 
(e.g., disability) than the official figures for the same category. Second, teachers identified 
further categories such as externalising behaviours and limited English, although no 
giftedness was identified. Identification of learning or behaviour difficulties increased from 
13.7% and 18.6% K-1 to 36.8% in Year 2, as statutory assessment commenced. Recognition 
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of social-economic disadvantage decreased from 20.2% to 9.1% across the K-2 period i.e. the 
longer the children attended school. Teacher identification of limited English peaked in Year 
1 (16.8%) with shifts in academic expectations then dropped in Year 2 (6.6%) following the 
provision of English as Second Language (ESL) support programmes. 
 
Classroom- level provision for diversity K-2 
Observation scores for classroom practice using COSM in K-1 classes indicate that scores for 
recognition of difference were lower than those in the three other domains identified by this 
measure (supportive classrooms, connectedness, or intellectual quality). Kindergarten scores 
were lower than Year 1 except in connectedness to children’s backgrounds. 
APEEC and ECERS-E learning environment item-level scores regarding provision for 
diversity (Figure 1) indicated modest provision for social diversity (APEEC mean 4.18, SD 
0.73), gender equity (ECERS-E mean 3.73, SD 1.12) and racial equity (ECERS-E mean 4.36, 
SD 1.18). Further diversity-provision means reduced K-2. There was sustained high-quality 
provision for participation of children with disabilities (APEEC mean 5.73, SD 1.08), a 
category for which there was recognition, in-service training and provision of funded support 
services.  
Insert Figure 1: APEEC and ECERS-E item means K-2 related to diversity provision 
 
There was a modest significant positive association between teacher recognition of diversity 
and the quality of physical classroom environment r=+0.236 p<0.05, diversity environment 
r=+0.209, p<0.05, social context r=+0.141, n=22, p<0.01. There was not a significant 
association with instructional environment quality. 
Classroom- level practices for transition to school K-2 
The APEEC and ECERS-E environment item means (Figure 1) indicated an overall 
decline K-2, particularly in individual planning. This represented graduated change over time, 
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rather than abrupt discontinuity. Consistent promotion of positive classroom relationships 
was evidenced in sustained encouragement of social skills K-2 (APEEC mean 5.91, SD 0.75) 
and maintenance of warm teacher-child language K-2 (APEEC mean 5.64, SD 1.14).  
Results of the analysis of coded teacher interviews (Figure 2) indicate that the 
teachers’ conceptualisations of transition focused primarily on practices that prepare children 
for a single change event. Year 1 teachers emphasised normative conceptualisations of 
transition that were framed by their concept of ‘readiness’. Understandings of transition as a 
multi-faceted process involving learning continuity and supportive relationships were less 
frequently reported, yet teachers held multiple views of transition and readiness. 
     Insert Figure 2: Comparison of transition approaches K-1 (coded from interview) 
The relationship between recognition of diversity and reported inclusion and transition 
approaches was examined. Analysis1 of patterns within this relationship identified that there 
was a change in response when more than 50% of the class composition was identified as 
diverse. Above this level more complex conceptualisations of both transition and inclusion 
were evident.  
 
School-level provision for diverse learners K-2 
Observation and school data indicated structural variations (e.g., more teacher aide access, 
smaller classes) in classrooms that had high levels of diversity. There was an association 
between high levels of funded teacher aide provision and instructional environment quality 
(r+.728, n= 22, p<.05). Mean teacher aide hours per week fell across the K-2 phase from 
15.00 hours (SD 3.56) to 4.00 hours (SD 2.19), yet mean volunteer (e.g., parent) hours per 
week increased across K-2 from 3.50 (SD 3.31) to 5.17 (SD 2.04). 
At the three schools, all kindergarten, half of Year 1 and one quarter of Year 2 
teachers held specialist early education qualifications incorporating individualised learning. 
One third of this specialist group of 10 teachers had undertaken formal studies in diversity 
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education while the 12generalist teachers had been exposed only to brief in-service seminars 
on single disabilities. The specialised group adopted significantly more complex transition 
approaches (U= 4089.50, p<0.005), more inclusive responses (U= 1036.00, p<0.005) and 
higher quality ECERS-E diversity environments (U=5151.00, p<0.05) than the generalist 
group. Comparable data on the professional preparation of learning support and subject-
specialist teachers and teaching assistants were not available. 
Practices associated with better outcomes for diverse learners 
Pedagogic quality  
High levels of association between the quality of learning environment and children’s 
attainment were found in kindergarten and for mathematics across year levels (Table 9). 
There was also a modest yet significant association between social learning environment 
scores and classroom engagement in kindergarten (r+.202, p<.05) but not in Year 1. High-
quality diversity environments were associated with improved reading scores in Kindergarten 
but not Year 1. There was a negative association between diversity environment scores and 
oral communication outcomes. The association between instructional environment quality 
and child outcomes did not reach significance except for kindergarten mathematics. 
Insert Table 9: Correlation of child outcomes and learning environment quality 
Family and community engagement 
Reduction in the APEEC item means for family involvement from K-2 (Figure 2) and 
variation in volunteer assistance indicated a shift in family-community engagement with the 
work of schools. There was a significant difference in children’s classroom engagement 
between schools with high and low ECSI scores (U=4563.5, p<0. 05), indicating that the 
better the links between staff, family and community, the better children adjusted to school.  
Discussion of Study 2 
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Across the findings two trends were evident. First, higher levels of recognition of diversity 
were associated with higher levels of pedagogic quality, with one notable exception. The 
relationships between recognition of diversity and the quality of instructional environment 
did not reach significance, possibly because other pressures such as statutory assessment 
demands drove this aspect of quality. Secondly, higher scores on measures of pedagogical 
practice were associated with child outcome improvements, with two exceptions. Oral 
communication was negatively associated with the quality of the diversity environment, 
possibly because schools clustered children with limited English and with disabilities into 
special groups. Also, expected relationships between the quality of instructional environment 
and attainment were limited, suggesting factors beyond those measured in the APEEC sub-
scale (e.g., varied pedagogy, the academic quality of the curriculum) may also be important 
influences.  
Improved child outcomes arose from the supportive engagement of families and 
communities linking with the work of schools. Within schools, high-quality pedagogy was 
framed by the saliency of diversity, the nature of funded support provisions and the 
professional knowledge of teachers. Service provision and the classroom pedagogies were 
directed towards highly salient learner needs that were attracting funding support (e.g., 
disability). There was more limited recognition of other categories of diversity such as 
giftedness and culture, which can limit teacher responsiveness to children as they move into 
and through the early years of school (Harry 2008). Qualified teachers specialising in early 
education and diversity education made more inclusive provision and engaged in more 
complex transition processes than generalist teachers, indicating that specific professional 




We conducted two studies to examine inclusive transition practices across the entry to school 
period. The first study of 1831 children showed that, although child background predicts 
outcomes at school entry, different programme types impact longer-term outcomes. Study 2 
examined the features of teaching programmes that best deliver positive outcomes for diverse 
learners. Four shared findings are discussed.  
Effective practice commences with recognition of diversity. 
Pedagogic provision was framed by the complexity of the class groups and by teachers’ 
recognition of diversity. When the proportion of children in a class identified as diverse was 
high, differences in the complexity of teacher’s reported approaches to transition and 
inclusion were evident. However, our data support previous findings that giftedness, culture 
and social background were categories that were less frequently recognised by teachers 
(Brooker 2008; Freebody et al. 2003). Existing literature suggests that inattention to 
giftedness and social-cultural background may lower teachers’ expectations and limit 
learning opportunities (Freebody et al. 2003; Grant 2013; Siraj-Blatchford 2006). 
Teachers’ attention to externalising behaviours, limited English and disability, rather 
than to high achievement and cultural diversity indicated that their focus was on categories of 
risk framed by funding availability, support services and statutory assessment requirements. 
This focus has been associated with non-inclusive and potentially stigmatising transition 
practices such as grade retention (Graue 2006).  
 
Observed quality of pedagogic practices 
In these studies higher levels of adjustment and attainment were associated with supportive 
school and classroom practices. The quality and continuity of prior-to-school and early 
school programmes supported sustained progress, reflecting existing findings on the impact 
of quality across early years settings on children’s outcomes (e.g., Sammons et al. 2008; 
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Tayler et al. 2013). The sensitivity of diverse learners to teaching quality was an important 
issue, as lower quality pedagogy was associated with little or no progress, while high-quality 
pedagogy supported progress even for children with low entry outcomes. Notably, sustained 
high quality provision was most prevalent for children with disabilities – diversity with 
provision for recognition, in service training and funding support. 
 The opportunities for family and community to support the work of schools are not 
yet realised, as teachers focussed towards within-school relationships, rather than towards 
broader stakeholder partnerships. Parents indicated awareness of their children’s abilities and 
responses: the engagement of the school with families and the community was associated 
with improved child adjustment. As Harry (2008) and Dockett and Perry (2013) indicated, 
family and community engagement can better inform these key stakeholders and alert 
teachers to children’s needs, thereby supporting their positive disposition to school and 
facilitating their progress. 
Gradual transition to school 
Transition to school was enhanced by sustained pedagogic quality, established transition 
practices, enabling relational environments, continuity of learning and graduated change, 
supporting the findings of earlier studies (Dockett et al. 2011; Dunlop 2013; Sammons et al. 
2008). However, academic outcome pressures, professional knowledge and teachers’ 
awareness of individual learning influenced variations in the quality of diversity provision. 
These findings highlight the need to develop clearly articulated policies on transition to 
school that go beyond school orientation practices and consider the congruence and quality of 
children’s on-going learning experience (see Kagan 2009). 
Classroom teachers’ professional knowledge 
These studies highlighted the impact of teacher professional knowledge on the provision of 
programmes that attend to the needs of individual children. That is, specialised professional 
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knowledge of university-educated early education teachers was a positive influence on 
programme quality. Specialist preparation emerged as an advantage, and the more limited 
knowledge base of some staff was a constraint. Since professional knowledge and skill in 
diversity-responsive pedagogies has been reported to support the implementation of inclusive 
policies, professional education opportunities across the whole school may be required (Grant 
2013; Harry 2008). Enhanced professional education could assist schools to avoid reactive or 
deficit-focused approaches, inconsistent practices and multiple yet separate categorical 
provisions, thus supporting more coherent educational reforms (Ng 2003).  
 
Limitations 
The large sample size in Study 1, with 1831 child participants across 39 schools, offered 
strong evidence of key success factors, but the potential for selection bias related to the types 
of Study 2 schools needs to be taken into consideration. Research in a wider sample of sites is 
necessary, along with deeper investigation of the pedagogies that respond to diversity. Also, a 
more nuanced investigation of instructional quality would offer further insight into the role of 
programmes and practices in children’s progress. The need for wider investigation of the 
effects of teacher qualifications and of methods for maximising the use of a range of staff 
skill is also indicated. The contribution of teaching assistants, subject specialists and learning 
support teachers would provide broader insight into children’s educational experience.   
  
An inclusive transition process 
The need for systematic approaches to manage diversity and complexity, rather than reliance 
on children’s readiness or reactive single-issue responses, is highlighted as a key 
consideration. The evidence from these studies indicates the importance of recognising and 
providing for diversity across a range of categories, and of providing high quality education 
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programmes and transition processes both prior to and within the early years of school. It 
draws attention to the value of multi-factorial gradual approaches to transition that support 
children in non-stigmatising ways and highlight their strengths and capacities for growth in 
achievement. The findings highlight that provision for support, both in funding teacher aides 
and professional development and the involvement of families in transition and the early 
years of school lead to improved outcomes. High quality early learning programs and 
continuity in early learning experiences matter for all children, but these conditions can 
provide particular, sustained benefits to diverse learners. 
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Variable Beta P< Beta P< Beta P< Comment 
Age of child .271 .0001 .220 .0001 -0.055 ns Older children achieve better in literacy and 
numeracy 
Child is female .210 .0001 .064 .0001 0.140 .001 Girls scores higher than boys 
Kindergarten 
enrolment 
.148 .0001 .129 .0001 ns ns Trial kindergarten program scores higher than 
existing program 
Year 1 enrolment .570 .0001 .414 .0001 0.279 0.001 Year 1 scores higher than existing program 
Preschool 
program  
.068 .0001 .113 .0001 .0.055 0.04 Children who attended a high quality pre-
kinder program score higher  
Maternal 
education 
-0.74 .007 ns ns ns ns Higher maternal education higher literacy 
achievement 
Family income .087 .0001 .166 .0001 .177 .001 Children from low income families score lower 
 
 
Table 2. Significant predictors of adjustment in the first school term. 
 Settling into School SDQ  
Variable Beta p< Beta Signif. Comment 
Age of child -.011 ns 0.104 .008 Age not associated with adjustment but more difficulties 
reported for older children  




-.154 .0001 ns ns Children in trial kinder programme scores adjust better than 
those in existing program 
Year 1 enrolment .120 .025 0.144 .006 Year 1 children more adjusted and less behavioural 
difficulties than children in existing programme 




ns ns 0.58 .32 Longer time in childcare moderate increase in behavioural 
difficulties 
Maternal education ns ns 0.126 .0001 Children of lower educated mothers have more behavioural 
difficulties 
Family income .113 .0001 -0.194 .0001 Children from low income families adjust less well and have 
more behavioural difficulties 
 

















measure Indigenous n=76 Asian n=50 Pacific Is. n=35 
Parent-reported    
Communication U=9950.5, p<.01 U=6782, p<.01 U=5022.5, p<,05 
Behavioural difficulties 
(SDQ) 
U=22134, p<,001 U=7379.5, p<,05 U=7161.5, ns 
Teacher-assessed    
Literacy U=22739.5, p<.01 U=18699.5, ns U=13237, ns 
Math U=22914, p<.001 U=18739.5, ns U=10511.1, p<.001 
Communication U=17673.5, p<.001 U=11176, p<.001 U=9221, p<.001 
Adjustment U=19056, p<.001 U=18643.5, ns U=12953, ns 
 
Table 5. F values and significance for factorial ANOVA: programme enrolment and cultural background on change in scores across the 
school year. 





Interaction: Family Income 
and Programme Enrolment 
Parent Report Measures    
Total Difficulties Scale 
(SDQ) 
F(4,1022)=1.89, n.s. F(2,1022)=6.13, p<.003 F(8,1022)=.70, n.s. 
Language Development F(4,933)=1.17, n.s. F(2,933)=8.63, p<.0001 F(8,933)=1.89, p<.05 
Teacher Assessed 
Measures 
   
Settling Into School F(4,1208)=2.12, p<.05 F(2,1208)=16.75, p<.001 F(8,1208)=1.17, n.s. 
Early Number F(4,1262)=4.21, p<.003 F(2,1262)=24.3, p<.0001 F(8,1262)=2.02, p<.05 
Developing 
Communication 
F(4,1212)=2.31, p<.01 F(2,1212)=4.75, p<.05 F(8,1212)=2.61, p<.009 

















measure Health  conditions 
(n=116) 
Developmental/ Behavioural difficulties  
(n=167) 
Parent-reported   
Communication U=73602, p<.001 U=90758, p<.001 
Behavioural difficulties 
(SDQ) 
U=62769, p<.001 U=64641, p<.001 
Teacher-assessed   
Literacy U=64681, p<.001 U=99920, , p<.05 
Math U=65254, p<.001 U=89722, , p<.001 
Communication U=53657, p<.001 U=71735, p<.001 
Adjustment U=52852, p<0001 U=60959, , p<.001 
 
Table 7. F values and significance for factorial ANOVA: programme enrolment and parent reported difficulty on change in scores from 




















Variable B Wald Significance Predictors  
Poor baseline R2= 0.28 
Age in months .120 43.30 p<.0001 Younger children 
Child is female -.385 4.61 p<.04 Male children 
Family income .348 13.64 p<.0001 Lower income 
Maternal education .89 9.74 p<.003 Mother educated only to Year 10 
Developmental or behavioural 
difficulty 
1.52 29.38 p<.0001 Child has developmental or 
behavioural difficulty 
Indigenous Australian, Asian or 
Pacific Islander  
1.24 23.24 p<.0001 Child is from culturally diverse 
group. 
Poor progress 
Attended group-based care  -.39 4.49 p<.04 Did not attend group-based care prior 
to school 
Enrolled in trial kindergarten 2003 -1.04 17.48 p<.0001 Not enrolled in trial kindergarten  
 
 
Cultural  Background Program Enrolment Interaction: Ethnic 
Background and Program 
Enrolment 
Parent Report Measures    
Total Difficulties from 
Strengths and Difficulties 
N1=97 N2=1061 
F(1,1152)=.02, n.s. 
N3=194 N4=549 N5=415 
F(2,1151)=6.19, p<.01 
N3=194 N4=549 N5=415 
F(2,1151)=1.72, n.s. 
Teacher-assessed measures    
Settling into Schools N1=142 N2=925 
F(1,1061)=5.06, p<.05 




Early Number N1=139 N2=922 
F(1,1053)=0.4, n.s. 




Developing Communication N1=134 N2=879 
F(1,1013)=13.99, p<.001 










Interaction:  Developmental 
or Behavioural and 
Programme Enrolment 
Parent Report measures    
Total Difficulties from 
Strengths and Difficulties 
N1=158 N2=998 
F(1,1150)=2.42, n.s. 




Language Development N1=125 N2=837 
F(1,956)=.35, n.s. 




Teacher-assessed      
Settling Into Schools N1=90 N2=1082 
F(1,1166)=1.88, n.s. 




Early Number N1=152 N2=1296 
F(1,1442)=15.05, p<.001 




Developing Communication N1=140 N2=1232 
F(1,366)=3.15, n.s. 










Figure 2. Comparison of transition approaches K-1 (coded from interview). 
 
 
Table 9. Correlation of child outcomes and learning environment quality.  
 
APEEC and ECERS learning environment scores K-1 
 






































-.107  -.136  .103  
 















-.045  -.142  -.231  .015  -.045  .030   .010  
 





-.013  .143  
 
.022  .176  .006  .179  -.134  .096  .066 
  
*= p<.05, ** = p<.01 
 
